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Abstract

The past decade has seen the publications of numerous excellent studies on the Black Death. For
the most part, however, scholars have been preoccupied with debating whether the Black Death
was caused by plague or not, parallels between the first, second, and third plague pandemics, and
broader historiographical questions of continuity and change. Less attention has been devoted to
revisiting the religious responses of Christians, Muslims, and Jews to the natural disaster. Recent
scholarship has begun to question previous paradigms in which the responses of these three com-
munities were viewed as qualitatively different in essential characteristics such as their conception
of contagion. By emphasizing the internal diversity of views within these monotheistic communi-
ties, and drawing on recently published primary sources, scholars attempting to write a nuanced
comparative history of the religious responses to the Black Death will be able to avoid the mis-
leading generalizations promoted by their predecessors.

Studying the Black Death Today

Black Death Studies is in excellent health. In the past few years, a series of important
monographs and numerous articles have appeared reevaluating the nature, impact, and sig-
nificance of the pandemic that devastated Central Asia, the Middle East, the Mediterra-
nean, and most of Europe in the middle of the 14th century. In part, this heightened
interest in the Black Death can certainly be related to a general interest of scholars and
readers in epidemic disease, marked as we are by our experience of AIDS, Ebola, Avian
flu, and, as I write this essay, Swine flu (H1N1).2 Yet, the current resurgent attention to
the Black Death has been more explicitly characterized by the now well-articulated inter-
est of historians, anthropologists, and biologists in investigating the ways in which disease
has shaped, if not determined, human political organizations, social structures, and cultural
manifestations.3 For much of the second half of the 20th century, scholars writing on the
Black Death focused on the epidemic’s demographic and economic effects in relation to
the larger question of whether or not Europe was suffering from overpopulation or not at
the beginning of the 14th century. Had the plague been a ‘‘good thing’’ for Europe, in
that it brought an end to a demographic deadlock, or was its effect on Europe’s population
best understood in light of contemporary modes of production? In a series of lectures
given almost 25 years ago, David Herlihy offered an overview of the state of the field of
research at that time, summarizing previous Malthusian and Marxist informed debates, but
also indicating a rising interest in the cultural and intellectual effects of the Black Death.4

In the past decade, scholars interested in the historical significance of the Black Death
have turned to considering the following broad questions: 1) Was the biological agent
that caused the Black Death Yersinia pestis (plague)? And if not, then what was it? 2)
What can we learn from comparing the Black Death, which announced the beginning of
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the second plague pandemic lasting from the 14th until the 19th century, with the first
plague pandemic (6th–8th centuries) and the third plague pandemic (late 19th century until
today)? 3) Was the Black Death experienced as a critical turning point by European and
Middle Eastern societies, or was it simply understood as one of many natural disasters?

It is the first of these questions, rooted in a renewed interest in the thesis proposed by
the biologist Graham Twigg in his 1984 The Black Death: a biological reappraisal, to which
the greatest amount of scholarship has been devoted; so much so, in fact, that in the last
two years, a series of articles have appeared summarizing the ballooning amount of mate-
rial on the subject, with contributions to a recent volume edited by Vivian Nutton,
Pestilential Complexities: Understanding Medieval Plague, offering the best point of entry into
what has become a heated debate on whether the rapid spread of the Black Death could
have been caused by either bubonic or pneumonic plague.5 The second line of inquiry,
which has tended to be pursued by scholars who implicitly or explicitly accept that the
main biological agent involved in all three pandemics was the plague bacteria Yersinia
Pestis, has been most recently explored in the excellent contributions to a volume edited
by Lester Little, Plague and the End of Antiquity: The Pandemic of 541–750.6 The third
question is addressed in passing in many of the works discussed below, but no consensus
on the matter has yet taken form.7

Until recently, when the Justinianic pandemic of the 6–8th centuries has attracted
greater attention, the vast majority of writing on plague in general, and specifically the
Black Death, was devoted to Western Europe. Even now, the number of scholars who
have written on the effects of plague in the Middle East, Central Asia, and Eastern Eur-
ope is comparatively small compared with the veritable army of scholars who have writ-
ten on the Black Death in England, France, Germany, Spain, and Italy.8 To reiterate
then, the state of Black Death Studies is strong, but one-sidedly so: scholars have tended
to look closely at a certain set of questions within a particular geographic area to the
exclusion of other themes and regions. In this essay, instead of looking at the questions
outlined above, which I believe to have been amply discussed in the cited sources, I will
examine work that has discussed religious responses to the Black Death among Christian,
Muslim, and Jewish communities around the Mediterranean. More specifically, I am
interested here in examining both the ways in which, on the one hand, believers drew
on scripture and ritual to confront the plague, and, on the other, scholars today have
construed the responses of the three monotheistic communities to be essentially distinct.
While a small body of work has appeared on these subjects, and there seems to be con-
siderable interest in authors pursuing comparative work, it has been difficult even for
those working on the Black Death to keep track of contributions to this discussion. This
has been in large part due to many of the materials discussed here having appeared within
more general monographs, specialist journals, or edited volumes.

Christians, Muslims, and Jews Confront the Plague

The Black Death was a terrible natural disaster that killed one to two thirds of Europe’s
populations, though despite its geographical reach – from Central Asia through the Mid-
dle East to Scandinavia – it was by far not a universal disaster in that many areas within
this region were, at least initially, untouched.9 It has become commonplace to observe
that 1348 was but the beginning of the second pandemic, and the plague returned inter-
mittently roughly every decade or so, though it did so with a certain degree of regional
variability.10 The influence of the plague, then, cannot be understood if confined merely
to the Black Death, but needs to be seen in the context of outbreaks that continued over
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subsequent centuries. And yet, simultaneously, and especially when making statements
about the effects the plague had on cultural and religious attitudes, scholars have argued
for the importance of remembering that each outbreak of the plague was experienced
at the time as a specific, possibly unique, disaster. Drawing on liturgical writings, Jussi
Hanska has argued that the response of Christians who had experienced previous ‘‘ulti-
mate’’ natural disasters shaped their response to the plague, and, while the distinctive
nature of the Black Death should not be overlooked, this observation is equally valid for
Muslim and Jewish communities.11

The Black Death, for all of its uniqueness in our contemporary consciousness, was only
one of many disasters faced by the monotheist religious communities living around the
Mediterranean, and the ways in which they responded to the challenge of plague can be
productively understood in light of how they faced and understood famines, floods, and
earthquakes, for example.12 Our ability to make such a comparison depends on our
knowing how Christians, Muslims, and Jews understood the significance of the Black
Death, or to what degree these groups possessed discrete views on this issue at all.

A Misdiagnosis?

The historiographical stakes in comparing the responses of religious communities to epi-
demic disease are high. Before examining more general observations regarding the ways
in which these three groups drew on religious sources to make sense of the plague, it is
worth considering one case in which such generalizations have missed their target. In the
16th and 17th centuries, Protestant authors would argue about whether or not one had a
duty to stay and tend to one’s afflicted Christian brethren, with those who advocated
fleeing the plague comparing their opponents on occasion with Turkish Muslims.13 Simi-
larly, the German philosopher Leibniz (d. 1716) argued against fatalism by comparing its
adherents to the Turks who failed to avoid areas struck by the plague.14 While the views
of these pre-modern authors can certainly be explained in part by the ideological exigen-
cies of the period, historians of the Black Death today have similarly differentiated
between Christian and Muslim responses to the Black Death, arguing that the former
accepted contagion theory, and flight from the plague, while the latter did not, believing
that the epidemic had been decreed by God and that it was not contagious.15 The asser-
tion that Muslims accepted the Black Death and (more generally) the plague fatalistically,
and denied the plague’s contagion is hardly a neutral one: it has often be taken to imply
that there were scriptural or theological reasons why Muslims in general were not as open
as Christians to fleeing from the plague or to the (presumed) overwhelming empirical
evidence for the plague’s contagious nature. As a corollary, it is argued that any Muslim
opposing these tenets must have been thought to have been a heretic, and would have
been punished by the Muslim community. Here the example of Lis�an al-D�ın Ibn
al-Khat:�ıb (d. 1374), the prolific and rightly celebrated Granadan vizier and man of letters
is adduced. This Muslim scholar wrote a plague treatise in the aftermath of the Black
Death, in which he argued that, despite sayings attributed to the Prophet Muhammad,
the plague was in fact contagious and there was ample empirical evidence to prove it.
Ibn al-Khat:�ıb’s murder after having been found guilty of heresy 25 years after the Black
Death has been widely construed by students of Medieval European history as having
been due to the rigid and intolerant nature of Islamic orthodoxy, and, I suspect, a general
impression that scientific thought in the Muslim world was in decline.16

The origin of both the idea that Muslims generally tended to deny the theory of
contagion, and that Ibn al-Khat:�ıb was a free-thinking exception in a sea of fatalistic,
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narrow-minded Muslim jurists and theologians has a long history, but is most recently
found in the otherwise excellent and groundbreaking work of Michael Dols.17 Dols, who
in his monograph The Black Death in the Middle East and a series of widely cited articles
laid the foundation for all subsequent work on plague in the pre-Modern Arab Muslim
world, developed his understanding of Muslim attitudes towards contagion based on a
comparatively small number of texts, which did in fact represent a widely held view in
the Arab Muslim world.18 I have recently argued, however, that Ibn al-Khat:�ıb’s views,
far from unique, were merely a particularly strident expression of a minority view advo-
cated openly by many Muslim jurists, who believed in the transmission of disease, be it
under the rubric of contagion or not.19 Far from having been accused of heresy for his
statement on contagion, Ibn al-Khat:�ıb’s opinions on the plague were debated by succeed-
ing generations of scholars as can be seen in a recently published collection of legal opin-
ions from the 15th century and in that his eventual trial for heresy was most likely
politically motivated.20 I have discussed the example of Ibn al-Khat:�ıb in such detail as his
case reveals that, while general views and practices related to the Black Death can be
identified with specific religious communities with some accuracy, the degree of variabil-
ity with these beliefs needs to be emphasized. In addition, as will be seen below, Mus-
lims, Christians, and Jews shared a considerable number of attitudes towards the plague.

Prayer, Procession, and Persecution

Our sources for the explicitly Muslim and Jewish religious, as opposed to medical responses
to the Black Death are chiefly chronicles and plague treatises, whereas on the Christian side,
we can additionally refer to a large number of ecclesiastical and administrative materials.21

Broadly speaking, Christians, Muslims, and Jews believed that the Black Death was a
punishment from God, sent down to punish those of them who had sinned.22 In Christian
circles, possible candidates for the sins that had brought on the plague included pride, lust,
impiety, simony, and licentiousness, not to mention indecent clothing and filial disobedi-
ence – though their exact nature was also often left unspecified, as was the case in most
Jewish writings.23 Since the plague was indiscriminate in its victims, the massive death it
brought with it raised the question of theodicy, or of why God would have caused the death
of so many potential innocents; some Christian scholars explained the death of children to
the plague, for example, by referring to their failing to honor their parents, or, conversely,
by their death being a punishment for the sins of their parents.24

When it came to the cause of the plague, the problem for Muslims was admittedly
different than for Christians, for the Prophet’s Companions had experienced the first pan-
demic in Syria in the seventh century during the initial expansion of the early caliphate.
Josef van Ess has shown how this initial encounter with the plague by Muslim troops
who were undertaking jih�ad to spread Islamic rule, and who believed that martyrdom
was their reward if they died doing so, led to dying of the plague being equated with
martyrdom in traditions then attributed to the Prophet himself. Comparing the Muslim
with the Christian response to the plague, van Ess notes that early Christian constructions
of the plague as resulting in martyrdom – as in the writings of Cyprian (d. 258) – were
exceptional, whereas since the encounter with the plague occurred as early on as it did in
the history of Islam, the equation of death by plague with martyrdom had a much more
profound resonance for later generations of Muslims.25 To be sure, the nascent Muslim
community’s early encounter with the plague also produced a body of Prophetic
traditions that prohibited either entering or leaving a plague afflicted area, leaving later
Muslim jurists and theologians with the task of explaining how the plague, despite its
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being a martyrdom, should also be avoided.26 Depending on the jurist, the authority of one
or the other part of the Prophet’s legacy was stressed, with some prominent jurists stressing
the need to flee the plague and barely mentioning the doctrine of martyrdom, if at all.27

Both Muslim and Christian communities around the Mediterranean responded to the
Black Death with processions, public gatherings, and prayer. Christian communities in
Europe had held penitential processions to end and ward off natural catastrophes since
the ninth century, and with the arrival of the Black Death, they continued to do so, and
to listen to ‘‘catastrophe sermons’’ given by the clergy.28 They did so, despite the fact
that within Christian circles, it was widely held that the plague was contagious, believing
God’s ability to intervene and protect them was greater than this risk posed by public
gatherings.29 In any case, the contemporary understanding of contagion was quite distinct
from that professed by modern medicine. As Vivian Nutton and Ann Carmichael have
shown in a series of excellent articles, even for Christian doctors (and the same could be
said for Muslim ones) who believed in contagion, contemporary etiologies of the plague
drew on miasma theory, poorly defined theories of disease transmission, and the influence
of the stars.30

For their part, Muslim communities throughout the Middle East withdrew outside their
cities to fast and pray together in hopes of ending the plague. Here too, such behavior paral-
leled ritual actions taking during other natural disasters, in this case draught, when Muslim
populations would gather together to pray for rain.31 Though at times debated, this action
was approved even by such prominent supporters of the idea that plague led to martyrdom
as Ibn H: ajar al-‘Asqal�an�ı (d. 1448), who noted that believing in God’s decree didn’t imply
not praying to be cured, and that the plague was in this sense a sickness like any other.32 In
addition to listening to sermons, Muslims preferred to demonstrate their piety and penitence
by listening to the recitation of the Qur’�an and the canonical collections of Prophetic Tradi-
tion, particularly that of al-Bukh�ar�ı.33

Unfortunately, we possess little in the way of information regarding collective acts of
piety by Jews living either in Europe or in the Middle East. As a religious minority, even
when they weren’t being accused of having caused the plague and persecuted as a result,
they appear to have kept a low profile. Samuel Cohn Jr. has recently reevaluated the
many and terrible massacres of the Jews that European Christians carried out during and
in the wake of the Black Death, from Italy through the Rhineland to Spain. He argues
convincingly that the pogroms that took place in the immediate aftermath of the Black
Death were not, as many have assumed, the result of economic tensions.34 Instead they
were first and foremost the result of social elites in shock due to the extant of the natural
disaster that had befallen them, and who quickly struck out at a group of social outsiders
they believed were threatening Christendom.35 Cohn rightly notes Pope Clement VI’s
attempts to protect the Jews, and his (re) promulgation of Sicut Judeis, but stresses the
extent to which German chroniclers and city councils, members of the social elites, held
the Jews responsible for the Black Death and the degree to which the flagellant move-
ment itself – at times associated with violence against the Jews – contained members of
all social classes.36 If we are looking for Jewish views of the plague, on the other hand,
they are hardly found in historical chronicles, and we must turn to plagues treatises and
Hebrew literature of the period.

Believing Doctors: Medicine, Faith, and the Plague

During and following the Black Death, Christian, Muslim, and Jewish doctors and
scholars wrote hundreds of treatises on the plague, drawing principally on Galenic
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medicine in doing so.37 While most of these treatises are principally concerned with
describing the plague and suggesting preventative measures and remedies, they also offer
insights into the authors’ understanding of the religious significance of the plague. This is
of special importance for the Jewish plague treatises, to which Ron Barkai has devoted a
number of articles, demonstrating not only that Jews in France and Spain translated plague
treatises written by Christians into Hebrew, but also that they composed numerous origi-
nal treatises following the Black Death. Barkai showed that a majority of the Jewish trea-
tises examined by him clearly placed the origin of the plague with God, and noted that
none of the treatises he had examined described the plague as contagious.38 More recently,
Susan Einbinder has stressed the importance of appreciating the presence of a variety of
contemporary Jewish views on the plague, and believes to have found at least one refer-
ence to there being Jewish scholars who thought the Black Death was contagious.39

Jewish authors framed and introduced their discussion of plague with Biblical quota-
tions, similar to the manner in which Muslim plague treatises made reference to both
Qur’an and Hadith before entering onto a description of treatment and remedies. One
irony deserves to be mentioned in this context, namely that where Jewish authors at
times refer to the plagues God sent upon Pharaoh and the Egyptians as a sign of God’s
ability to punish sinners, Muslim scholars at times cite a Prophetic tradition explaining
that the origin of plague lies in a punishment that God sent down upon the Jews long
ago, and Pope Clement VI noted in a mass the example of David’s sin resulting in the
punishment of the people of Israel by plague (Second Samuel 24:15–19).40

In addition to new Jewish plague treatises that are still coming to light, many Muslim
plague treatises still languish in manuscript. We are fortunate that Ibn H: ajar’s massive
15th century treatise on the plague, much referred to by Dols, who consulted it in manu-
script, was finally edited and printed in 1991. One striking example of another plague
treatise which hasn’t yet been printed in its entirety is that of Ibn al-Khat:�ıb’s oft-cited
contemporary Ibn al-Kh�atima – who held views similar to Ibn al-Khat:�ıb on the conta-
gious nature of plague. The work has yet to be edited in its entirety, much less trans-
lated.41 Muslim scholars continued to write plague treatises down until the 19th century,
and these later treatises, which have only recently begun to be studied in any depth,
reveal a much greater diversity of opinion than previously imagined, especially on the
matter of contagion.42 Considering the degree to which the foundational sources for any
evaluation of religious attitudes to the plague, especially for Muslim and Jewish commu-
nities, have yet to made available to more than a few scholars, it seems precipitous to
offer any blanket generalizations regarding the attitudes of these communities.

Conclusion

‘‘The Sultan of Tlemcen sent me [Ibn Marz�uq al-H: af�ıd (d. 842 ⁄1438)] as a messenger to
the Sultan of Fes in 803 ⁄1400. That year there was a great epidemic in the Maghrib, and
when I set off for Fes, he sent with us messengers of his, accompanied by a Christian
who was with them.… Their intention in doing what they did was not to approach the
epidemic by entering the castle. This was their choice and I was in agreement with them.
The Christian asked: ‘‘What’s with these people who don’t enter this place? His translator
– as he didn’t speak Arabic well – said to him: ‘‘They have fled from the epidemic.’’
Then the Christian said what we were told had the following meaning: ‘‘Fleeing will not
save them. There is no doubt that what God has decreed is what will be.’’ When I heard
these words, I was dismayed and confused about what I was doing, as it is well known
that according to Prophetic Tradition, one shouldn’t approach such an area. I rejected
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completely that it should seem that one who had no knowledge [of hadith] and who was
an unbeliever should be greater in entrusting himself to God’s order and more believing
in what had been decreed. I knew that it was a trial, so I advised advancing and entered
[the castle], though I didn’t order the others what to do.’’43

The above anecdote, taken from an as yet unedited manuscript, is quoted by the
Tunisian scholar Muh:ammad H: asan in his extensive introduction to his 2007 critical edi-
tion of a correspondence between the Granadan al-Maww�aq (d. 1492) and the Tunisian
al-Ras:s:�a‘ (d. 1489).44 H: asan uses this anecdote, and another similar to it, to argue that
Christians were generally fatalistic in the matter of the Black Death, whereas Muslims,
though they held a diversity of views, argued for fleeing the plague, and had begun insti-
tuting quarantines as early as the time of Ibn Kh�atima in the 14th century.45 By doing so,
he has established in some ways a mirror image of the argument made by Dols, though
he draws on significantly fewer sources in doing so, and ignores a substantial body of sec-
ondary scholarship that demonstrates otherwise. The danger of being led by a compara-
tive framework to make broad and inaccurate generalizations is apparent in both cases.

To circumvent this danger, and to achieve a more nuanced approach to understanding
religious responses to the Black Death, more comparative work is desirable. Stuart
Borsch’s recent study, The Black Death in Egypt and England: A Comparative Study, which
deals with the economic effects of the pandemic on both countries, and offers a nuanced
and detailed explanation for why Egypt emerged from it weakened and England strength-
ened, is a model in this regard. Another example, and a promising beginning to a com-
parison of Byzantine and Muslim religious attitudes to the Black Death is found in the
collaborative work of Marie-Helène Congourdeau and Mohammed Melhaoui.46 The
re-framing of how we approach the study of the religious and cultural history of the
Black Death should not, of course, restrict itself to inter-religious investigations. Jussi
Hanska’s comparative study of how Christian communities responded to natural disasters,
which I have drawn upon repeatedly, is an excellent example of how the Black Death, a
subject which will doubtlessly continue to fascinate students of history, can gain new life
when placed into a new context.

What can we hope for from comparative studies of religious responses to the Black
Death? Instead of enabling us to establish summaries of the major points touched upon
by prominent representatives of each faith – a process that while useful necessarily
involves a degree of essentializing and hides the diversity of viewpoints and practices pres-
ent within each faith – comparing religious, social, and intellectual responses to the pla-
gue by Muslims, Christians and Jews, helps us better understand the nuances of the
reactions of each community. How and when did believers draw on the same or similar
scriptural moments to frame the significance of the plague? To what degree did Muslim
and Jewish beliefs in the powers of holy men or Sufi saints parallel the Christian faith in
the protection against plague offered by saints such as St. Sebastian, St. Roch, and, much
more recently, St. Caralampio? To what degree did representatives of these traditions
borrow from each other’s theological considerations of plague, much as they did with
medical knowledge? More extensive comparative work may well give us answers to these
and other questions, and will work against any all too facile reductionism when discussing
religious responses to the plague.
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